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Part One- Spencer Smith 

Ryan hadn't seen Spencer in several months. It was strange, for the past several years while they were 
writing two (well nearly three) albums, recording, and touring, they, like the rest of the band, had spent almost 
every waking moment together. Before that they had been two teenagers in Las Vegas, and Spencer had been 
Ryan's only real friend. The only person who really knew everything that had been happening with his dad, the 
one whose family welcomed Ryan like he was one of their own That was something that had always deeply 
confused Ryan- a child of divorce with a mom who took off, and an alcoholic dad who later drank himself to 
death. 

He shook his head, not wanting to fall too deep into the past, not wanting to think about the gaping wounds that 
his father had left him with. Ryan forced himself to think of the present and his present hurts. In the past 
several months Ryan Ross and his best friend (is that even what they still were?) had grown distant, and had 
barely spoken at all. 

After they had finished touring for Pretty. Odd, well hell, Ryan supposed, maybe even during, they had begun 
talking less. At first Ryan had attributed it to their musical styles drifting apart as Ryan and Jon had begun 


gravitating towards more 60's inspired sounds, and Spencer and Brendan had wanted to stick with the sound 
that had led them to fame in the first place. 

Ryan felt that he was at least partially to blame for this spreading chasm between them. He could have made 
more of an effort to talk with Spencer, but then again, Spencer was just as guilty of that as he was. They had 
been on tour though, and everything was different on tour, Ryan would try to reason with himself time and 
time again. 

Remaining blissfully unrecognized in a mostly empty coffee shop, Ryan started to feel miserable as he waited 
for Spencer to show up. Though, maybe he hadn't really considered this growing distance before it was shoved 
in his face because he had been too busy partying, too busy snorting whatever amounts of cocaine he could 
get his hands on. Though, it's not as if the rest of the band didn't party. He guessed maybe they had just 
moved on to partying at different scenes. He hadn't really thought about it before now, maybe he should have. 
Then again, when would he have noticed that? He had spent so much of the past several months with Pete 
Wentz, though, he reconsidered, maybe even they had grown a bit distant too. He hadn't seen Pete in- well he 
couldn't really remember when, but that was utterly besides the point. 

It was hard for Ryan to break free once he was pulled under the waves of Pete's electric personality. Ryan 
had been a fan of Fallout Boy, and more specifically Pete Wentz, long before he was signed to Pete's record 
label. Sometimes he cringed to think of the things that he used to say on those LiveJournal message boards, 
God he had been so obnoxious. More often though, he didn't care at all, because thats what allowed him to 
meet his idol, his eventual benefactor, and the man who took the time to listen to Ryan's music and say, "Yes, 
there is a shot for your band to make it big." 

The first time Pete heard them play, told Ryan he liked his music, and more importantly, his lyrics- Ryan felt 
a kind of elated joy that had been missing from his life before then Maybe that was why he did the drugs, 
maybe he was trying to chase that first high he got when Pete praised him and forget about the hurt when 
Pete ignored him. 

For a lonely boy in Las Vegas with no family that he cared to speak of and only a few friends, Pete's praise 
meant everything to him, and his apathy wounded him deeply. Ryan Ross had always been a hopeless romantic, 
and Pete knew exactly what to say to have Ryan remain completely infatuated with him, and he was enough of 
a genius lyricist himself to know exactly what words to say or write to make Ryan's heart flutter, even at the 
worst of times. 

Even though Pete is married now, Ryan thought bitterly. 

Now Ryan only really saw him when Pete's wife was out of town and they met in secret. Part of Ryan felt 
disgusted that he was playing the role of a mistress to one of the media's beloved couples. Another part of 
him, a very pathetic part of him, felt grateful that he was able to spend any time with Pete at all, that Pete 
was still taking the time to look at that same sad, lonely boy from Las Vegas and give him everything he ever 
could have wanted. The last part of Ryan, the part that he suppressed the most, the part that he knew was 
right, told him that he was a tragic figure. He was too caught up in his idealisations of Pete, love, romance, and 
one day he was going to be confronted with reality, that this could have only ever ended badly. The worst part 
was, like any figure of tragedy who saw their end long before it came, he didn't care. He was determined to 
enjoy the story right until it blew up in his face, and right until he could no longer lie to the truth he so 
desperately tried to hide from. 

The bell over the coffee shop door jangled as Spencer walked in, snapping Ryan from spiraling further into his 


fantasies and idealizations. 


Spencer gave him a knowing look as he approached. Ryan was stupid to think that Spencer wouldn't see through 
him. Spencer had been deciphering his facial expressions and moods since they were teenagers. 

| must be an open book to him at this point. 

And because Spencer knew Ryan so well, he didn't comment on his melancholy mood. Though maybe he should 
have. 

Maybe | should have let him. Ryan would think years later, at some of the darkest points in his life as he would 
think back to this meeting. 

‘Its been too long, Ryan," Spencer said instead. Greeting him casually, as if nothing had changed. As if they 
were still two high schoolers writing songs in Spencer's basement, long before the rest of the band (and Pete) 
came along. 

Ryan only smiled at him, unsure of what to say, and spared from having to think of anything as Spencer 
excused himself to order a coffee. 

Ryan took a deep breath, something was off with Spencer, but he couldn't tell what. He was trying to steal 
himself for whatever this might turn into as he returned with his coffee. 

The conversation passed in relative ease, the two of them falling back into old patterns, as if nothing had 
changed, as if no time had passed. This of course was not true, but Ryan allowed himself to be lured into a 
false sense of security anyway. Plus, Ryan reasoned, he had been working on some new songs with Jon, maybe 
things would go back to the way they were once the whole band was back in the recording studio again 

"So, Ryan-" Spencer started, an unfamiliar look of hesitation on his friend's face. 

Ryan felt his stomach drop. 

Having grown up with an abusive father he was used to waiting for the other shoe to drop, used to waiting 
for the moment when the world would turn on its head. When suddenly everything was shit, and the people 
you thought cared for you, were shoving knives in your back. Though his father was dead and gone now, this 
was nevertheless a persistent pattern of thinking that Ryan had never been able to break free from. 

Ryan forced himself to take a deep breath. He reminded himself that he shouldn't be looking for the worst in 
everything, and that this was Spencer he was talking to, not his father. Spencer had never been anything but a 
friend. Spencer had never been anything but kind to him- like what Ryan imaginged family was supposed to be 
like. Ryan tried to reel his thoughts back in before panic caused them to spiral all over the place. 

"Brendan and | have been talking-" Spencer paused for a moment, as if he needed preparation for whatever he 
was about to say. 

Weren't these the words he used to kick Brent out of the band? 

He felt like a record had scratched, ending the music abruptly and leaving only a cruel silence in its place. For a 
man whose whole life had been music, Ryan didn't know what he was meant to do without it. He tried to shove 
his dread deep down, because Spencer hadn't finished speaking yet, because maybe there was still a chance, in 
these brief moments between words, that Ryan was wrong. 

"-And, stylistically, our music has changed." 

The lyricist in him was incapable of not hearing the double meaning behind his words. 

Ryan's heart sunk further than the dread he had shoved down, hitting what felt like an emotional rock bottom. 
He knew that he could no longer deny that he was living in the nightmare he had always feared, the one where 
Spencer abandons him, and he is left alone again. Though this time, he felt that he was even having music 
taken away from him because he had always shared that with Spencer. Regardless of how true that was, Ryan 
felt it, and it hurt worse than any insult or fist that his father had ever thrown at him. 


It would only get worse from here. 


"Well sure," Ryan countered, trying to keep his composure as he felt the walls crumbling around him. "I know 
our last album didn't sell as well, but we all wrote it together." For someone who wrote such great prose, Ryan 
knew he would always fail when it came to expressing himself out loud- and Spencer knew it too. 

"I know, but that almost tore us apart. We were at each other's throats every day, and when we weren't it 
was only because we were high or drunk out of our minds.’ 

How can Spencer remain so calm at a time like this? 

"Ryan, | don't want music to destroy our friendship." Spencer met Ryan's gaze. There was genuine emotion 
there, and God help him, Ryan believed him. 

But it didn't make it hurt any less. 

"So what do you want to do then?" Ryan asked, resigned. Spencer was right, they fought too much, and he 
didn't want to fight now. Not with Spencer, not with the only person who had been beside him since the 
beginning, and not with the only person who really knew who he was before the fame. No one else had been 
that close, not Pete, not Brendan, and certainly not Keltie, because none of them had been there. 

"We-" Spencer began 

If this is a "we" decision, then why isn’t Brendan here? Ryan thought bitterly. 

"think it would make the most sense to split the group. You and Jon have similar styles, and you said you had 
already written a few songs. Take those, make your own band, get famous. Make music that makes you happy, 
Ryan," Spencer smiled softly at him. Ryan knew that it was said from a place of genuine care and emotion, 
Spencer had always been good at that. 

Yet it wasn't enough. 

Ryan chuckled weakly, trying to hide how hurt he felt. 

"What about you and Brendan then?" 

"We'll just keep going on as we have been. We've had a few ideas of our own recently." There was a look of 
pride on Spencer's face as he spoke of their music. He must have realized that it was the wrong expression to 
have in front of Ryan right now because he quickly shifted his features back to neutrality. 

And the band name? Ryan couldn't help but think, and couldn't bring himself to ask. Surely, they wouldn't 
continue using his band name without him. If him and Jon were expected to make their own group with a new 
name, surely Spencer meant that him and Brendan would do the same? 

The second question, that Ryan of course couldn't bring himself to ask because it would mean offering up his 
deepest feelings for sacrifice, inviting the criticism that would come with them was, What about Pete? What 
does he think of all this? 

Rather than allowing an awkward silence to stretch on, and with Ryan lost in his head, Spencer turned the 
conversation back to safer topics. This is something that he had always been good at- diplomacy. It's why they 
had sent him to kick Brent out of the band, and Ryan was sure Brendan would soon send him after Jon. As if 
Spencer was some kind of polite, world altering attack dog. The thought made him scoff. Though, Ryan knew 
this wouldn't hurt Jon as much as it hurt him. Jon hadn't been with them since the beginning, and Ryan knew 
that Jon would be fine long after they were all gone. 

Ryan found it harder and harder to focus on their conversation, and soon it had ceased altogether, and they 
were saying their goodbyes. 

"Don't be a stranger, Ryan" 

Spencer's words almost shocked him out of his skin. 

‘| won't," he tried to return Spencer's easy smile, but then again, smiling had never come easy to Ryan. On 
some level, they both knew that their words were lies, fabrications created to try and make the pain of this, 


the finality of it, go down a little easier. 

It would be a long time before they spoke again 

Part Two- Jon Walker 

Unsure what else to do, and lacking the courage to face Brendan or Pete, Ryan found himself on Jon's doorstep. 
It was raining, and every dramatic instinct that Ryan had felt that this was deeply appropriate. In film, rain 
often meant rebirth, and Ryan was so desperately trying to convince himself that's what this was- a new 
beginning, rather than the ending of all that he had worked towards and cared for. 

The rain also meant determination, introspection, and Ryan was determined to at least try to make this new 
arrangement work 

After parting ways with Spencer, Ryan had gone home and gotten black out drunk. 

He hated himself for it. It reminded him too much of his father, and yet he couldn't stop himself. The ache in 
his chest was unbearable, too much for him to handle. So he went home and did what he knew would make him 
hate himself even more. He acted like his father. 

After coming to with a hangover that still couldn't match the pain left behind in the wake of Spencer's words, 
Ryan found a voicemail from Jon He explained that Spencer had spoken with him, that they had agreed it made 
the most sense for Ryan and Jon to take their music and forge their own path. 

The only thing Ryan could remember thinking as he listened to Jon's message was, How can he be so composed 
and collected when I feel lke a piece of me is being ripped out? 

Ryan recognized that he was being deeply dramatic, as he was prone to do. Only Spencer knew how to dispel 
these moods though, and Spencer wasn't there at the moment- if he ever would be again. 

Thinking of Spencer left him feeling ragged and emotionally rundown. 

It wasn't that Ryan hated Spencer or felt any ill will towards him, and though he didn't want to admit it, he 
recognized that Spencer was right. They couldn't keep going on as they had been Something had to change 
before they either killed each other, continued down their path of developing addictive coping mechanisms, or 
hated each other so completely that nothing else mattered anymore, and the band broke up anyway. Then the 
hate would erase any chance that might still be left for them to remain friends and look fondly on the past. It 
might have only been Ryan's wishful thinking to imagine a world where they could move past this, but God he 
hoped it wasn't. 

It still hurt violently, but returning Jon's call gave Ryan a very rare, and perhaps fleeting, sense of hope for 
the future. They worked well together, they had written some very good tunes together, well in Ryan's opinion 
anyway, and who knows, it might even be nice to sing again. He had enjoyed singing with Brendan on their last 
record, and it might be fun to do more of it. 

This brought Ryan back to the present, and with what might have been misplaced hope, Ryan knocked on Jon's 
door. The rain thundered around him, and he really wanted to believe that it was symbolic of starting a new 
chapter in their lives, rather than the end of all things. 

The door opened to Jon's easy expression, Ryan couldn't help but feel a bit more relaxed as he was welcomed 
inside. 

"Can | get you something to drink?" 

Ryan couldn't help but think, and not for the first time, that even though Jon was only a year older than him, 
he projected a calming aura that Ryan himself never possessed. 

‘lm fine, thank you." 

Displaying his straightforward nature, Jon cut right to the point, not bothering with any halfhearted 


conversations or meaningless small talk. "I spoke with Spencer, and he told me he talked with you as well” 


"Yeah, we talked," Ryan trailed off uneasily. "About splitting our band in two." 

"And what are your thoughts?" Jon asked casually, in a way that Ryan couldn't even begin to fathom as an 
appropriate match for this situation "What do you want to do?" 

Ryan took a moment to think, maybe he should have accepted Jon's offer for a drink, then he could have 
something to do with his hands, something to create a natural pause to what was otherwise an almost 
excruciating conversation. 

If you want to keep writing music together, I'm all for it. We've already written a few songs anyway, and it 
would be a shame to let those go to waste." Jon tried to lighten the mood with a half smirk. "I won't force you 
though. | understand if you would rather go it on your own or stop altogether. | know what that band meant to 
you, and it can't be easy being asked to leave something that you've created 

Ryan uneasily ran his hand through his hair. 

Jon was right, this wasn't easy. 

"I'd like to keep working together, Jon. | don't want this to be the end. And besides, my band made it big before, 
I'm certain |-we-" he corrected himself. He may have been a bit heartbroken, but Ryan Ross was nothing if 
not overly confident when it came to his own musical prowess. "-Can do it again 

"Then we have our answer," Jon stated confidently. "We'll have to secure a new record deal." 

"I can talk to Pete, he signed us before." Ryan trailed off nervously, speaking cautiously, over enunciating "us" 
when what he really meant to say was "me". 

Once again he was scared of giving too much of himself and his feelings for Pete away. He was especially 
trying not to think of the time Pete had called him the most expensive thing that he had ever bought, with 
the second being the deeply expensive brooch he had given him. Ryan had no idea what to make of that then, 
and even less so now, but Pete was nothing if not possessive over what was his. Maybe Pete would want to 
keep him around, even if his sound and his band had changed. 

"Alright, you do that. While you work on talking with him, we can work on writing the rest of our album." 

It was corny, but Ryan appreciated how Jon put a bit extra emphasis on "we". It made Ryan feel a bit less 
alone, and like his world had been ripped out beneath him. Music had been his escape for so long, and so far it 
had worked, so why not now as well? 

Ryan's lips upturned in the barest imitation of a smile. 

"I'd like that." 

Part Three- Brendan Urie 

The next few months passed in a haze of songwriting and time spent with Jon Walker. Ryan found that it was 
rice. He didn't know if he could describe himself as happy, but he felt content. It was a strange feeling, but it 
was nice to get back to what he loved doing most of all, writing music. Him and Jon had worked out the details 
of quite a few songs that were quickly shaping into a coherent album. 

Their sound was very [9460's pop rock inspired, and Ryan genuinely enjoyed what they were creating, continuing 
down the path that they had started forging with Pretty. Odd. They hadn't started recording anything at this 
point, but it was off to what they both felt was a promising start. 

There was still the fact that their new band hadn't been signed to a record label yet, which of course had 
everything to do with Ryan being too nervous to talk to Pete about it. He was worried what would happen if 
Pete said no. Like a true fool in love, Ryan was more worried about what that rejection would mean for him 
and Pete, rather than what that would mean for him and Jon. 


For now, Ryan thought, its better to say nothing at all 


If he never talked about his departure from Panic at the Disco with Pete, then he didn't have to admit it 
happened at all, which also meant he didn't have to worry about their potentially nonexistent future. 
Intrinsically Ryan knew he was being completely delusional and intentionally avoidant because he had split from 
Panic. The press even knew about it after Spencer and Brendan had fed them a line about "Creative 
Differences", and that they were all still friends. Which Ryan supposed was all technically still true, despite the 
fact that he hadn't spoken to Spencer since he was asked to leave his own band, and he hadn't spoken to 
Brendan in even longer. 

That was all besides the point though. The point was that as long as Ryan and Pete didn't talk about the split, 
and as long as Ryan didn't ask him about signing his new band, then things could continue on as they were, and 
for the time being Ryan was content to live in this limbo. 

Its better this way, he told himself time and time again, despite Jon's very sane and rational insistence 
otherwise. 

Still, Ryan couldn't help but tell the press that he didn't know if Pete would sign them. Ryan hoped that might 
bring Pete to him, but he knew he was being an idiot. Pete only sought him out when he needed or wanted 
something- to ask him how his investment was doing, to make sure his investment hadn't killed himself or they 
hadn't killed each other. For a quick fuck before a show, a "sleepover" when his wife was out of town, or 
something else that could be washed away in a haze of booze, drugs, and an insistence of, "You know Im not 
gay, right, Ross?" 

Pete only ever called him that when he was trying to create distance between them, between what they had 
done or what they were together, and all of it left Ryan feeling miserable and unwanted. 

It hurt Ryan's already mutilated heart to know that the person he loved only wanted him or loved him back 
when he needed or worse just wanted something. Yet, it didn't cause Ryan as much suffering as it should have, 
because at the end of the day, it meant that Pete cared for him in some fucked up way. It meant that Pete 
still wanted Ryan near him, and really, Ryan was helpless to resist him. He had been since the first time he 
really listened to Pete's lyrics and thought, "Maybe there is a reason to keep living.” 

Ryan shook his head again as he walked down the crowded California sidewalk He didn't want to be thinking 
about Pete right now, he didn't want to get trapped down the black hole that his emotions always led him into. 
Ryan ran his hand through his hair, the July heat causing sweat to bead down his forehead. He passed by an 
electronic shop with televisions playing some kind of pop culture music show in the window, and for some 
reason he decided to stop and watch for a moment. It was kind of fun to pretend he was a normal person. A 
normal person who knew nothing of the media circus and the way that fame chewed up and spit out any of 
those unfortunate, or fortunate, depending on who you asked, enough to wind up in its maw. 

The television sets quickly changed to an all too familiar face. The newscaster with her blonde hair and 
perfectly manicured nails was interviewing Brendan and Spencer. It was strange to see them on a talk show and 
not be there with them. He wondered if they felt the same way. 

Ryan supposed he should call Brendan at some point. They hadn't talked since long before him and Jon had 
started their solo project, and Ryan distantly wondered how Breandan was doing. 

Before he could go too far down the road of regrets, the interviewer said something that forced him to pay 
attention. 

‘So with Ryan Ross and Jon Walker gone, what is next for Panic at the Disco?" 

Ryan figured this is where they would reaffirm that they were splitting into two different groups, and he was 


genuinely curious what Brendan and Spencer were going to call themselves now. 


"Well, first, we decided to add the exclamation mark back to our name," Brendan chuckled, speaking easily. He had 
always been so much better at talking to the media, so much more comfortable than Ryan was. 

For once, that didn't matter, and in the past where that would have made Ryan feel a sense of fondness 
towards the frontman of his band, it now only tasted like bile. 

Adding the exclamation point back? Ryan listened more intently, hoping that this was a joke, hoping this didn't 
mean that Brendan and Spencer were about to do the one thing he had hoped they would never do- continue 
using his band's name without him. 

‘Oh thank goodness. That was quite the splash when you decided to get rid of it” The interviewer chuckled in that 
forced way that was common for all television personas. 

"Well, what can | say, we want to get back fo our roots, back to the sound we had in our first album." 

‘So you'll be continuing even after Ross and Walker's departure?" 

‘Absolutely. Panic! at the Disco is going to continue for a long time. h fact, we actually have a new single that we 
would lke to present to the audience foday-" 

Ryan only heard static rushing through his head. Several very strong emotions cycled through him in rapid 
succession First, he felt rage and wanted to punch Brendan in the face, which he quickly let go of as he had 
never been a violent person. This quickly changed into despair. Finally, he landed on one simple word and one 
simple phrase that accompanied every betrayal ever felt, "Why? How could you do this to me?" 

Ryan had frequently been told that he was self-obsessed with how he always found a way to worry that 
every word and action from others was intended to hurt him. What almost everyone failed to realize was that 
this was a built-in side effect of having the father he did. 

None of that mattered now though, because he really didn't think that this was only his sense of paranoia 
acting up. This really was happening. He really was being betrayed, and on national television too. 

Ryan quickly moved away from the display, resolved not to cry until he had shoved past the crowds of people, 
and was presumably safe from prying eyes in his own home. The paparazzi hadn't gone after him since he and 
Pete had gone out together with Ashlee, but Ryan was nothing if not deeply guarded with his own displays of 
emotion. 

The sun that had once seemed so full of hope now only seemed to be filled with lies as he fled the scene of 
his own undoing. Barely paying attention to his surroundings, Ryan had almost gotten flattened by an SUV as he 
made his way home. 

An indeterminate amount of time later, and with the door to his apartment locked safely behind him, Ryan slid 
to the floor. His head falling into his hands as he hunched over in despair, tears refusing to fall no matter how 
much he willed them to. 

He had thought that he could move past this, hell, he almost had! Jon and him had a good thing going! 

How could | have ever deluded myself into thinking that things would be okay? 

Ryan couldn't help his self-deprecating thoughts, a constant companion of his. One he had known long before he 
had ever met Spencer Smith, who as it turned out, was complicit in betrayal 

Ryan ran a shaky hand through his hair, his breathing ragged. 

| need to talk to Brendan, | need to talk to him, ask him why. 

He had no idea what that would accomplish, but once the thought entered into his head, he couldn't let it go. 
He became fixated in a way that he only ever felt when he was writing lyrics or when it came to his self- 
destructive behavior that he wished to God he hadn't inherited from his father. He also worried that he might 


have inherited his father's penchant for keeping relationships in tact too. 


In a panicked frenzy, Ryan picked up his phone, heart beating so fast he thought he might fall into 
unconsciousness. He scrolled through his contacts, staring at Brendan's for a moment longer than he would 
have liked to. 

When was the last time | called him? When was the last time we even spoke? 

The thought froze him in fear and desperation before he finally allowed himself to dial Brendan's number. 

As the dial tone rang, Ryan's treacherous mind reminded him of the first time that he and Brendan had met. 
The way that two teens who had both grown up in oppressive religious faiths, though different ones, had taken 
to each other. 

He hadn't thought back to that in years. 

Maybe | should have. 

Meeting Brendan for the first time had been like the day meeting the night. It was the kind of thing that 
demanded to have a song written about it. There was a connection between them that Ryan had been longing 
for. Brendan understood what it was like to grow up trapped by the expectations of religion and its strict rules. 
He understood what it was like to not fit into those norms and expectations no matter how badly they pushed 
you to. 

Brendan handled it so much differently than Ryan had. Where Ryan was all repression and emo, teen angst, 
Brendan was rebellious. Brendan had sex, sold pot, and more importantly wasn't afraid to express himself. Ryan 
had admired that. He admired Brendan's courage that he sorely lacked. 

And oh, how Brendan could sing. He could write lyrics that complimented what Ryan himself was writing. Pretty. 
Odd. may not have sold well, but what it really was, Ryan forced himself to remember as the dial tone 
continued to drone on in his ear, was the love shared between them. It was the love story between the night 
and the day. 

Though, maybe all of the promises that they had made to each other within that record were false. Maybe 
they were about to break each other's hearts, proving that the night and day really were only made to meet 
for a brief and fleeting moment in the summer that would be gone all too quickly as the world turned to fall. 
Ryan may not have been in love with Brendan in the same all consuming way that he was with Pete, but Ryan 
still loved Brendan just the same. He loved the few stolen kisses that they had shared between shows, between 
recording sessions. The undeniable truth though, was that these moments would always be overshadowed by 
Pete's unstoppable and larger than life presence in Ryan's life, and that was one thing that Ryan couldn't bring 
himself to regret. 

Ryan realized that he had never really asked Brendan how he had felt about that. 

Have | been hurting Brendan all this tme? The almost formed concern bubbled at the edge of Ryan's mind. He 
was once again forced to contend with the truth of Keltie's words. He did have a tendency to be too self- 
absorbed, but Ryan reasoned that he was generally more self-absorbed in his own sadness, fears, and self 
depreciating nature than anything else. 

The call continued to ring for a long time, an impossibly long time. Each trill of the dial tone caused his anxiety 
to spike even higher, because he knew that if he didn't speak to Brendan now, he probably never would. 

Shit. | don't even know if we're in the same time zone. 

The dial tone eventually ran its course, and Ryan was forced to confront Brendan's upbeat voicemail recording. 
He gripped his phone tighter, though he couldn't say if it was from the sting of betrayal or for longing of 
times long past, and times that never would be again. 

‘Brendan, it's me, it's Ryan. | need- / want, to talk to you. Please, call me back." 


Does he even want to talk to me anymore? 


With the call ended, Ryan had lost his courage to face Brendan, just as he knew he would. He had never been a 
particularly confident man when it came to facing his problems, and he didn't know how to change his ways 
now. So Ryan did what he had done for years to deal with his emotions, he went to find solace in music. 

Even this had become harder over time. Fallout Boy had always been his choice of band to help him get 
through the worst of his teenage years, but listening to them now- well it felt hollow, and Ryan couldn't listen 
to the lyrics without feeling his own anguish over the man who refused to love him back. 

Ryan was often forced to wonder if some of the lyrics that Pete had written were about him, but any time 
he got enough liquid courage in him to ask, Pete would only respond with the same cryptic line, "What do you 
think, Ross?" 

That was never answer enough for Ryan. He just wanted, needed, to know if anything that went on between 
them meant enough to Pete to be put into song. God only knew how much his feelings for Pete had bled into 
his own lyrics. 

Not wanting to think about Pete or Brendan right now, Ryan went in an entirely different musical direction and 
put on Abbey Road. The negative reviews for Pretty. Odd. had called him a Beatles wannabe often enough, he 
might as well listen to them. 

Without realizing it, Ryan drifted off. When he woke it was to the notification of a returned call and a voicemail 
from Brendan, 

"fm in town, meet me at my house fonight at pm" 

The message was short and to the point, and Ryan was fairly certain it was the fewest words he had ever 
heard Brendan speak in a sentence. There was an air of resignation and doubt in Brendan's voice as well. It was 
deeply unfamiliar to hear from someone who was normally very certain in everything he said and did. 

Ryan sat staring at his phone for several minutes, trying to process what this meant and what was going to 
come next. It was now Tpm, and the California sun was too bright to match the feelings of sorrow and dread 
that Ryan felt creeping into him, wrapping their spindling tendrils around his consciousness. 

Several hours later, and five minutes to nine, Ryan found himself on Brendan's doorstep. It was a new place, 
and he wondered when Brendan had moved. He couldn't help but remember the long nights that the two of 
them had spent together before they had recorded their first album. Nights where the two of them would 
talk about everything and nothing, nights when Ryan revealed things about himself that he hadn't told anyone 
before, and he knew the same was true for Brendan as well. 

‘ve never fold anyone this, and it's not easy to say these things as a Mormon, well maybe ex-Mormon now-" 
Brendan had trailed off. This was the first, but not the last time Ryan had ever seen hm lacking confidence. It 
reminded R yan that Brendan was human too, and maybe they had more in common than he had thought. 

"Well what is it?" Ryan had asked cautiously, uncertain how to proceed in the face of raw emotions. There was a 
reason he wrote what he was feeling into music rather than ever saying it out loud 

"I think | might be bisexual, Ryan" 

‘Oh-" Ryan had responded awkwardly. He never had anyone come out to him before, even though he knew lots of 
the people in the emo scene were less than heterosexual. Hell, Ryan had his doubts about his own sexuality, but he 
was always too afraid to think about that more than was strictly speaking necessary. A by-product of his Catholic 
upbringing and the fact that it was 2004 

‘And I think | might lke you." 

Brendan looked so nervous as he said it, and Ryan could only find it in him fo look on in shock. Before he could say 
anything else, Brendan began to backtrack 


hope this doesn’t ruin anything between us, and | hope | didnt make you uncomfortable!" 

Brendan was panicking, and Ryan couldn't think of anything to say or do to stop it Spencer had always been better 
with emotions 

"I promise | won't force myself on you or anything, but | needed you to know. If this ruins our relationship and you 
have to kick me out of the band, | wont regret what Ive said, but then- Im so so sorry, Ryan!" 

‘Brendan-" Ryan tried to interject over Brendan's rambling. "Brendan, it's fine. Brendan, the truth is-" 

Hs usual feelings of panic and dread were surprisingly absent as Ryan leaned in fo kiss him. He wasn’t sure why, but 
he knew it was the right thing fo do. They were two broken teens, alienated and hurt by their family's and their 
faiths, and in that moment, they were the only two people alive who understood that part of each other. 

When they pulled away from the kiss, Brendan smiled softly. "Youre a pretty good kisser," he teased 

Ryan exhaled, he hadn't realized he'd been holding his breath "Well so are you." 

For once a smile came easy. 

In the years since Ryan had been swept into Pete Wentz, Ryan had forgotten how different things had been 
with Brendan. He had forgotten that unlike almost every encounter with Pete, Brendan still remembered how he 
felt about him once the sun rose. 

Brendan and Ryan had certainly never advertised their relationship, and it had never become anything more 
serious than that, but it was nice. It had been nice to feel close to another person who understood that part 
of himself and didn't judge him for it. The only surprising thing was that it took until their second album for 
either of them to write about it. 

Over time, nights like that became fewer and farther between the higher into fame they reached, and the 
farther and farther Ryan fell under Pete. 

Brendan's front door finally opened, pulling Ryan from his reverie, another thing that Keltie had often criticized 
about him. She constantly told him that he was never actually there, and to be fair, she was often right. 
Though this time, as Brendan's forlorn face greeted him, Ryan was forced to wake up. 

He was directed inside without a word, because what could they even say? This was awkward and nerve 
wracking enough as it was. 

Still standing in the doorway, Ryan couldn't help but blurt out, "Why are you still using my band name?" He 
hadn't wanted to start out this defensively, but seeing Brendan after months apart, and with the feeling of 
hurt and betrayal sharp in his mind, Ryan couldn't help himself. 

Besides, it was easier than saying what he really wanted to, which was, "Why did you kick me out? Couldn't we 
have made this work Brendan?" 

"Funny," Brendan's back was to Ryan, and his voice had a steeled edge to it, as if he had been anticipating how 
Ryan would start the conversation. "| thought it was our band name." 

"It was," Ryan quickly answered. "It was our band too, and then you cut me loose." 

"Ryan" Brendan turned around and faced him, and for the first time in many years, Ryan wasn't certain what 
lay behind those dark eyes of his. "You agreed to go. It really was just because of creative differences." 

"Don't repeat that same line of bullshit you've told everyone else, Brendan. I'm not everyone else." 

"No, Ryan. You really arent everyone else." His tone took an angrier edge, and Ryan wasn't really sure why this, 
of everything it could have been, was the tipping point for Brendan. Of everything and anything Ryan could 
have said, he thought that this would perhaps be the least offensive, the least likely to start an argument 
between them. 

Ryan really had wanted to stay friends, he meant that when he spoke to whatever magazine in whatever 


interview. He didn't want to get into a fight with Brendan, he still had hope that there was a way back for the 


two of them. 

Brendan looked like he was thinking hard about what he wanted to say next. His expression was still one of 
strife, or fury maybe? Ryan was having trouble reading him. 

"You really aren't everyone else, if you were everyone else, you would love me more than Pete-fucking-Wentz. 
Everytime he snaps his fingers you go running after him. | was never going to be good enough for you, was 
lle" 

"What are you talking about, Brendan?" Ryan was taken aback, and completely unable to hide his shocked 
expression or the desperate tone in his voice. 

"| loved you Ryan, but you never noticed! | actually cared about you enough to stay with you every time we 
were together! Unlike Pete." He tacked on bitterly to the end before regaining momentum. "Do you think that 
was fun for me? Do you think that | enjoyed watching you sulk back, heartbroken, from whatever little trist 
the two of you had that inevitably ended with him telling you that you were nothing to him?" 

Brendan knows about me and Pete? Of course he does, we weren't exactly subtle in front of the band What does 
he mean lm nothing to Pete? | know he doesnt love me, but- nothing? 

However, of anything that Ryan could have said, only one thought managed to tear free from his thoughts. 
"You loved me?" 

For some reason the past tense stung more than any of the betrayals that he had endured so far. Worst of 
all, Ryan knew that he had no right to feel upset about any of it. He was the ass who had never noticed how 
Brendan really felt, and worse, he was the ass who flaunted his feelings about Pete in front of him. 

Maybe the hurt Ryan felt now was only because he had been too stupid to notice how Brendan felt about him, 
and now there really, really wasn't going to be a road to reconciliation for them. Ryan may have been a fucking 
fool but, even he could at least figure that out. 

"Yes!" Brendan was too skilled with words to not realize that Ryan had picked up on his deliberate use of past 
tense. 

Though this ultimately didn't matter because Ryan was too much of a tragic romantic to not realize that this 
Too was a lie- otherwise they wouldn't be having this conversation at all. Which was deeply funny, in the 
cruelest sense, that Ryan would only now notice the other man's feelings when everything built between them 
was collapsing. 

"| loved you everytime you ditched me to go trailing after Pete. | loved you every time you came back from 
his place looking like the sad, lost romantic that you are. A man, by the way, who saw you as nothing more 
than an investment and a loyal dog. | mean, you can't seriously stil believe that he actually cares about youl?" 
Just like any person who has ever been faced with an ugly truth that they so desperately want to deny, Ryan 
became enraged and had a strong desire to lash out. 

"You don't know anything, Brendan! You don't know anything about him, about what he's like when we're 
together!" Ryan wasn't sure who he was trying to convince more, Brendan or himself. 

"Ryan, how did you seriously think that was going to end? Did you think he was going to leave his wife for 
you? Did you think that the two of you were going to live happily ever after as everyone's favorite emo fag 
couple? You were only ever his dirty little secret to play around with when he was bored. Grow up, Ryan" 
Brendan practically spat fire, and it worked because it burned. It burned Ryan right to the very core of his 
being, and he allowed it to consume him. 

"Then what did you think, Brendan? Did you think that the same was going to happen for us? How could you 


think that we were ever going to stay together when right now you're the one tearing us apart!" 


Ryan wasn't sure if he was talking about the band or the complicated mess that his self-absorbed, avoidant 
nature had allowed him to accidentally create between them. 

I'm not the one tearing us apart, Ryan. You were always going to pick him! It was never going to be me! The 
same way he tosses you aside when he's done with you-" He paused, forcing himself to remain looking at Ryan 
"Its what you've always done to me. | was just your consolation prize whenever he fucked off to his wife and 
back to his precious heterosexuality.’ 

"Then why, Brendan, why now!?" Ryan shouted desperately, deliberately ignoring everything Brendan said about 
Pete. "Why write Pretty. Odd. with me? Why make a second album? Why even give me false hope? Why should 
| have to hear about you keeping my band name from a shitty interview show?" 

"Are you still on about that fucking band name? Its not about the fucking band name!" Brendan was nearly 
trembling with rage as he threw up his arms in a gesture that could only mean, "I'm done. We're done." 

But Brendan continued speaking, his rage quieter now, the raw emotion of his own betrayal and heartache 
shining through. "When we were writing Pretty. Odd. together, | thought that meant you were over him" 

He stared at Ryan, and for the first time, Ryan felt like he was seeing the real Brendan Urie. "You know as well 
as | do what we were writing about on that album, what we were singing about, why it had to be you and |, 
together, singing those tracks. | thought that album meant you were picking me over him, and like a fucking 
idiot, | had hope for us." 

Brendan took a deep breath, and Ryan sensed that whatever Brendan said next would signal the beginning of the 
end for them. "I would have cared for you, Ryan, in a way he never did. | actually loved you, | was there for 
you when he never was, even though you never were there for me in the same way." 

Brendan turned away, his gaze no longer as intense when he met Ryan's eyes again, his rage now giving way to 
bitter resignation. "| should have known better. | should have known better than to get in the way of Ryan 
Ross and his precious Pete Wentz. Actually, it's more than that, | should have known better than to get in 
between Ryan Ross and his pathological need to be a miserable, tortured romantic genius." 

Ryan could only stare at him with wide eyes. Brendan's words cut deep, and they cut in a way that only 
someone who once cared for you, who truly knew you, could. 

Ryan Ross was on the autopsy table, and Brendan Urie had just cut his heart out. 

And like a total fucking idiot, Ryan could only stand there and take it. 

"You know what, Ryan-" here something in Brendan's gaze turned from hurt to vindictive. It startled Ryan- the 
uncertainty, the fact that he had completely lost control of the situation 

He no longer recognized the man standing in front of him. The man who he had spent countless hours hoping 
and dreaming with, and just like that, it was almost over. 

"-Pete chose me over you." 

"What the hell are you talking about?" Ryan's words were tainted with dread. Of everything that Brendan had 
said, and as much as Ryan feared that Brendan was right about Pete, this scared him the most. He feared 
that he really was that disposable to the man he had loved as an idol and later as the person who pulled him 
from the hell that was his life in Las Vegas. 

‘Oh, now I've got your attention, do |?" Brendan barked out a bitter laugh. "Pete was the one who suggested 
the split. Pete approached Spencer and | first. He said that your style wasn't what it used to be, that your 
talent wasn't what it used to be. That your ego had grown too big, and that there was no longer a place for 
you on his record label." 

Ryan's hands started shaking, he really didn't want to be here anymore. In fact he never should have come in 


the first place. How could he have ever thought that anything good would come out of this conversation, from 


meeting Brendan here like this? 

"You're full of shit, Brendan" He weakly protested. 

‘lm telling the truth and we both know it. Face it, you're nothing to him now." 

Ryan felt tears prick the corner of his eyes, but he was not about to let Brendan see him break down crying. 
Not now, not over this, and it fucking sucked because there was a time when Brendan would have been one of 
the few people who he would have allowed to see him cry. 

Brendan must have sensed some of Ryan's despair because for a brief moment, that Ryan would later doubt 
had happened at all, Brendan looked at him with heartache, regret, and longing. Though it was gone almost as 
soon as it had appeared. 

| hadn't planned on telling you that. | was just going to let you believe the lie that | keep spewing to everyone 
else, but you've always been too clever and too good at word play for your own damn good" Brendan sighed, 
and it marked the last dying breath of their relationship. "I stupidly hoped that maybe you were coming here 
to apologize- to tell me that you've finally pulled your head from your own ass and realized the truth." 
"Brendan-" 

"Save it, Ryan. It's too late now. You've made your choices, and so have |. | just hope they end up being worth 
it To you." 

After that a silence passed between them that seemed like it would never end. Ryan had no idea how long they 
stayed in the entrance of Brendan Urie's house staring at each other. Maybe they both hoped for their own 
equally foolish and romantic reasons that one of them would say something to change this. But the truth was 
that as much as Ryan cared about Brendan, and as much as he wanted their band to stay together, their end 
was inevitable. He could see that now. There was never going to be a universe where Ryan didn't fall for Pete, 
and Brendan didn't fall for Ryan. 

Brendan was right about his self-destructive nature, and there was nothing Ryan could do to change it at this 
point. They were both bound to the decisions that they had made, and to the consequences they faced as the 
cost of loving the wrong person just a little too much. 

After what felt like an eternity, Brendan finally broke the silence, forcing them both back to reality. "You 
should ask Pete about it, about the deal we struck if you don't believe me. | know how stupid you are when it 
comes to him." 

Ryan allowed himself to stare just a little bit longer because he knew this would be the last time he would be 
able to. Since it was the last time, he decided to say something really stupid, and in the wake of everything 
that had just happened, really futile too."! know this means nothing now, Brendan, but | really did love you." 
"Just not enough, and not in the way that mattered” His gaze flicked to the door, his expression now 
completely closed off. "You should leave now, Ryan" 

Ryan started to respond, but the hesitation was too much for either of them to handle. 

"Just go already!" 

Ryan quickly left after that, feeling shaky and uncertain. Any sense of determination or contentment that he 
had found with Jon and their new band was completely shattered in a matter of minutes. He had only spoken 
with Brendan for a few moments, but the conversation had completely turned him inside out. 

So, Ryan did what any good self-destructive idiot would do, he found a way to forget everything that had just 
happened. He found people that would give him as much cocaine and alcohol as it would take to forget that 
Brendan and him had ever meant anything to each other at all. 

It was days later, and he hadn't forgotten anything when he finally collapsed into his own bed. 


Actually was it his? He couldn't remember, and it didn't matter as he fell into unconsciousness. 


| just don't want fo be alone anymore. 

Part Four-Pete Wentz 

"Brendan told me you might be coming." 

It had been several months since Ryan had last seen his former bandmate, oh how he wasn't used to referring 
to him as that. Since then, Ryan had lost whatever tenuous grasp on control he thought he still had. He went 
out and partied more often than he didn't. He was drunk and snorting coke more often than he wasn't. The only 
time, other than right now, that he sobered up enough to function, was when Jon and him were writing music. 
They had settled on a band name, The Young Veins. It was meant to reference a new beginning, but Ryan felt 
like doing anything but starting over. Not that he had much choice or say in the matter anymore. 

"Well, here | am." Ryan said almost bitterly. He wanted to shove his way into Pete's house. He wanted to shove 
his way into Pete's life and have Pete keep him there as a permanent fixture and never let him go. Though he 
knew that none of these things were going to happen 

The appearance of Pete had caused Ryan to feel so many different emotions over the years, anything from 
starstruck and hopeful, to furious, to horny, to madly in love, but never had he felt this hopeless. 

Ryan walked out of the recording studio sometime affer lpm, the rest of the band already long gone, presumably 
back to Pete's or fo a party maybe, it didn't matter. He was exhausted, his fingers calloused from replaying the 
same chords over and over again on his guitar, but he had to make sure everything was perfect. It was his first 
album, and he needed it to be perfect. Not only for himself and his band, but for Pete. Pete had taken a chance 
on them, he had even made an entire record label just to sign Panic! at the Disco, and R yan had no intention of 
letting his idol down. 

‘So the musical genius emerges." As if summoned by Ryan merely thinking of him, Pete offered an easy smile that 
Ryan could only think fo describe as charming A thought that would never change over the years 

Ryan nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of the voice that was now becoming awfully familar. 

Wait, was he waiting for me? 

Pete let out a laugh, and a blush spread over Ryan's face. 

‘Im sorry, | didn’t mean fo scare you." Pete crushed the cigarette he had been smoking under the sole of his boot 
"ljust wanted to check on you." 

"You wanted to check on me?" The feeling was a foreign one to Ryan. The only other person who had really 
bothered to do that was Spencer, and somehow this felt different 

"Yeah," Pete walked closer to Ryan, and he hoped he didn’t look as nervous as he felt. "It wasnt all that long ago 
that we were recording our first album. | remember what its lke, and | know what it's like fo push yourself too 
hard, Ryan" 

He felt his heart stop a little. There was something about the way Pete had said his name, something about being 
the sole focus of his very intense attention 

"Were both pertectionists that way, | guess," Ryan looked nervously fo the pavement beneath them. He stil felt a 
need to make himself smaller than he was- a leftover piece of trauma that his father had given him as a parting 
diff. 

‘Nothing wrong with that," Pete placed his arm over Ryan's shoulders, steering them towards a car. Ryan felt lke 
he might collapse under the weight of the attention he was being paid "Just dont let it consume you, and don't let 
the fame eat you alive either. You're going to be big | just know it." 

Ryan had to smile at this. He may have been prone to getting lost in his head, but he was also very certain of his 


own talent. 


"I thought that might bring you around," Pete looked at him from the corner of his vision as they approached his 
car. 

How does he always manage fo look so cool and collected? 

Not for the first time since meeting Pete Wentz, Ryan was very aware of what it meant to be starstruck 
Though, it felt a bit different now, a bit more special, because he was getting to know Pete as a person, and not 
Just as the bassist for Fallout Boy. 

‘Can | fake you home?" Pete's tone was teasing, since Ryan was staying with him anyway, but Ryan could only 
think of how this felt a little bit lke the end of a date. 

"would lke that very much," Ryan couldnt help but reply. They were illuminated by the sole streetlight that was 
working, and not even the darkness could offer Ryan cover for the pink that he was certain covered his face. 

"I thought you might." 

Why am | so nervous? Its not as if this is a date, its not as if we haven't spent time together before. 

bought you something," Pete continued as they both stepped into the privacy of his car. 

"You bought me something?" Ryan repeated in disbelief. He couldnt think of the last time someone had casually 
gotten him a gift. Spencer's mom had baked him a cake for his birthday last year, but that might have been about 
it 

Ryan was not at all used to receiving anything from anyone, and certainly not from a man that he may or may 
not have fallen at least a litte bit in love with 

"Yes, Ryan. I bought you something Its what you do for people you lke," Pete looked at him affectionately, or that 
was at least how Ryan wanted to interpret his expression "Look in the glove box, its wrapped" 

its wrapped even? Ryan thought in disbelief as he did as instructed 

inside the glove box there was a box wrapped rather poorly in tissue paper. 

"I know, | know, my wrapping skills leave a lot to be desired" 

‘No, no, its fne!" Ryan protested softly as he began to tear the already mostly ripped tissue paper. Inside was a 
Chanel brooch It was far nicer than anything Ryan had ever seen, let alone owned 

‘Pete, -" Ryan was never good with expressing emotions with anything other than a pen and some paper. "Thank 
you." He eventually settled on, sincerity coloring every corner of his words. 

"I figured that someone as beautiful as you deserved something equally as beautiful to match" 

Ryan's eyes grew wide as he looked from the brooch to Pete. No one had ever called him beautiful before, and 
certainly not that earnestly. Every hopelessly romantic thought, feeling, and fantasy R yan ever had seemed to 
come true in that moment. He just hoped to God it was real 

Please let this be real, Ryan thought as he continued to look into Pete's eyes 

"Youre one of the few individuals that makes my life go round, Ryan" 

God 

Ryan had forgotten that Pete was as much of a romantic as he was 

Uncertain as to what on earth he could possibly say next to ever match the level of romantic sentiment that 
Pete had just poured on him, and uncertain if he was even allowed fo anyway, all R yan could do was remain in 
silence. 

Ryan's apprehension and fear must have read like a neon sign, or maybe Pete was just better at reading Ryan 
than he thought- another notion that made his heart dance something quite complicated For a boy that was as 
deeply romantic as Ryan was, he had never truly felt love from someone like this before. 

‘Can | kiss your" 


Ryan's breath hitched All he could think to do was nod ever so slightly 


Pete smiled as he brought his hand to Ryan's cheek. He leaned across the center counsel, and kissed Ryan deeply. 
Ryan had been kissed before, of course he had This wasnt even the first time he had kissed another man before, 
but this kiss was different from all that had come before it. This was the first time that Ryan had been kissed 
where he felt that he finally understood every poem that had ever been written about love. Because it's one thing 
fo fantasize about it, dream about it, write about if, but in that moment Ryan realized that it was entirely 
different to experience it for yourself. 

He wasnt at all sure how long the kiss had gone on for, or who eventually parted for breath first, but what he 
was sure of, was that he wanted fo keep kissing Pete Wentz for as long as he would let him. 

"Youre not a bad kisser," Pete teased him. 

Ryan only blushed 

Okay, | guess | really am in love. He thought in the stupidest way possible, shocked at his own lack of ability to think 
of anything more poetic to describe how he was feeling in that moment. Then again, he thought, love does make 
people do some pretty stupid things. 

"What do you say we get out of here?" There was a daring edge to Pete's voice. One that Ryan wanted to follow 
all the way off, and though he wouldn't realize it until years later, he eventually would 

Ryan smiled back at him, it was a very rare smile that from then on he would only let Pete see. 'I would lke 
that." 

"Are you going to invite me in?" For once Ryan was the one to pull himself down from the clouds he was lost 
in. The bitterness persisted, if only to mask how much Ryan wanted to break down in tears, and to mask how 
scared he was of how this conversation would go. 

Why now, of all times, did | decide to think of that? As if this wasn’t already hard enough 

Pete reluctantly stepped aside. 

"I take it Ashlee isn't here?" Ryan's bitter and uncaring facade began to give way to the unending suffering 
that he was currently drowning in 

"| wouldn't have invited you over otherwise.” 

The way Pete said it, so dismissive- as if Ryan really was nothing more than his mistress. Then again, maybe 
he was. Maybe that's all he ever was or ever would be to Pete Wentz, or maybe it was worse than that. 
Maybe he was just his idealistic call girl. His pointlessly romantic prostitute filled with false hope that one day 
her john would leave his wife and run off with her. She would use all of her romantic longing to ignore all of 
the signs to the contrary, all of the warnings that this was only temporary, and that she would never be 
anything more than a broken hearted whore. 

Ryan was curled next to Pete on his couch They werent really doing anything in particular, just listening to music, 
which Ryan thought he might have liked doing most of all with Pete. Especially now. 

‘lm going to marry her, Ryan," Pete said "lm going to marry Ashlee." 

Ryan felt lke the emotional intimacy had been ripped from the air. He had known this was going to happen 
eventually, he had felt Pete withdrawing from him for months. He had just hoped it wouldnt come to this, that 
this would never happen He knew he was being an absolute idot to hope for the impossible though 

Anyone else might have taken the several times that Pete had insisted that he wasnt gay to mean that he wasn't 
gay, and that this wasnt going anywhere, that this didnt mean anything An even smarter man would have believed 
him. Unfortunately for Ryan Ross, he was a great fool when it came to matters of love, and the biggest fool of 
all when it came to Pete Wentz 

‘ know." Ryan whispered softly, trying to hide how emotionally distraught he was 


"This has to stop." He gestured between them, causing Ryan fo pull back from him physically, while Pete pulled back 
emotionally- if he had ever been there at all. "You know that right?" 

‘But why?" Ryan so stupidly asked, not wanting to face the truth 

"You know why, Ryan. Don't make me say it." Pete was completely unreadable. Was this even affecting hm at all? 
Did Ryan matter to him at all? 

Ryan felt as if his heart was being slashed. That might have hurt less 

‘No, Pete. Why don't you say it" 

Pete only sighed, sounding resigned, and as always, used fo R yan's melodramatic fits of melancholy. 

"Thats only going to hurt you more, Ryan." He smoothed the hair back from Ryan's forehead. And like an idiot, 
Ryan allowed himself to be comforted by it. 

"Why can't we be together? Why can't it just be us? You told me that Im one of the few individuals who make 
your life go round Doesnt that mean something to you? Dont | mean something fo you?" 

‘Only you would hang on to something | said years ago. You're pretty, Ryan, and | wanted you. Its over now." 
Ryan so badly wanted to cry, but the rage, hopelessness, and the uncertainty that he felt crowded out his 
sadness, and he couldn't bring himself to react at all 

"Why do I always do this to myself? Get my hopes up when | know what the outcome will be," his voice shook 
under the weight of his emotions He wanted to leave, a stronger man would have, but Ryan found himself 
completely unable to. 

‘Because that's who you are, R yan" Pete had the audacity to smile at him. R yan hated himself for allowing his 
rage to dissipate at the appearance of the smallest and almost meaningless of gestures. "Come here, Ryan. There's 
no need for someone as pretty as you to be so upset over this" Pete beckoned him back to his side. 

Fine." Ryan relented As much as he hated himself for giving in, he would always love Pete Wentz more. Which is 
why he would always keep coming back for more, remaining at his beck and call, no matter how much suffering he 
was forced to endure. 

He had never been able to refuse Pete Wentz, even if every stolen touch they had after Pete was married fo 
Ashlee only ripped him further at his already very frayed seams 

God, Im such a fucking idot, but | can’t stop loving hm. Maybe | was always meant fo be my own downfall, he 
thought as he let Pete kiss the worried expression off of his brow, the conversion nearly forgotten and largely 
going ignored for the time being 

"Right" Ryan trailed off, certain that he was wearing his anguish, or maybe it was martyrdom, on his sleeve. 
Afterall, wasn't being a hopeless romantic his cause, and was he not here now because he was willing to die 
for that cause? 

What did it matter though, Pete's house looked pretty much the same as it did the last time he had come 
over, but that really was the only thing that remained the same. 

Ryan kind of wished he was only here for a "sleepover" now, rather than to find out what he already knew. 
Which was that Brendan was right, and that he had been completely and fully betrayed by almost everyone 
who was meant to care about him. 

"What is it that you want, Ryan" It wasn't a question 

"Is it true?" Ryan blurted, they both knew exactly why he was here, and he hoped that Pete wouldn't force 
him to say it. Ryan wasn't sure that he could. 

"It is." Pete said dismissively, walking towards his kitchen 

"Do you want a drink?" It was said so casually, as if Pete wasn't personally ripping out whatever small pieces 


remained of Ryan's heart. It also differed drastically to Jon asking him that same question months ago. 


Jon had asked it as an invitation to the future, and now Pete was offering it as the last eulogy at the funeral 
of everything they had ever done together- ever been together. 

"No, thank you," Ryan politely declined again, uncertain if he could bring himself to accept one more thing from 
the man that he didn't know if he could ever stop loving. 

Ryan wasn't sure if he should sit. If this had been any other time he wouldn't have hesitated to sprawl over 
the couch, eagerly awaiting Pete to join him. Ryan once again cursed his uncertainty and his own shy 
awkwardness. Maybe a better man would know how to handle this situation. Then again, what man knows how 
to gracefully handle heartbreak and the end of life as he knows it? 

"Why?" Ryan asked instead of doing anything else. 

Pete took a deep breath, the kind of breath one takes to brace themselves before they have to deal with 
something they consider to be an inconverience. 

ks that all | am to him now? 

"Ryan, this is purely business. You were a good investment at one point, now you've turned into a bad one. | 
was willing to let you experiment with your 60's, Beatles sound, but guess what. It didn't sell, and no one wants 
it. They want more of that sound from your first album, and honestly, even that wave of music is coming to 
a close. Bush isn't president anymore, the American people have more hope than they did five years ago. There 
isn't a place for melancholic, romantic pretty boys like you anymore." 

"So what, Pete?" God, this was not the place Ryan had expected this conversation to go. He had so stupidly 
hoped that there would have been some fragment of feeling for him in Pete's words. Even more stupidly he 
had hoped that maybe he was completely deluded, and that everything Brendan had said was dead wrong. 

But it was worse than that wasn't it? Pete had just told him his fears were true- that all he was to him, was 
a prostitute he had grown tired of. Misery could not even begin to describe how he was feeling now. 

"You're telling me | should sell out? You're telling me that | should go back to the place | was when | wrote A 
Fever you Can't Sweat Out? Those two concepts can't coexist! But even if they could, are you telling me that if 
| did either of those things, | would still be a "good investment" for you? Is that what you want me to do? ls 
that what it would take for you to love me?" 

Ryan's eyes opened wide in panic, he hadn't meant to say that, even if it was true. Especially not after Pete 
had told him just how little regard he had for him outside of his ability to make him money and keep him 
entertained. Ryan had wanted this conversation to stay firmly professional, even if this was what he really 
wanted to shout at Pete about. Even if that is what was really plunging him deeper and deeper into despair. 
Pete moved across the living room, almost invading Ryan's personal space, but not quite. "Ryan. You know what 
this was between us. | made it clear that this was simply an arrangement. I'm married, and you know that. We 
had fun, Ryan, it wasn't true love, and it never was going to be true love. | know that's hard for you to 
accept, the romantic that you are, and | truly am sorry if | ever led you to think that this could have been 
anything more than what | said, an arrangement" Pete's tone was downright patronizing, and it cut Ryan to 
ribbons. 

"Don't mock me with an apology you don't mean. You know exactly how | feel, and you always have." 

And you let me do this to myself anyway. You did this to me, you let me have false hope that one day you 
might love me back. 

Pete chuckled softly, though not maliciously, "Maybe so Ryan, but hearing me say it won't make it any less 
true, and it won't make you feel any better. Besides | could never ask you to sell out, or ask you to be any of 


those things that you aren't, or make music that you don't feel. You know why | can't ask you to do that?" 


Ryan only stared at him. He remembered when Pete used to be taller than him, he guessed that this was just 
another one of those things that was inevitably meant to change. 

"Because you would. Because you and | both know that you would do anything that | asked you to. We can't be 
together Ryan, not in the way that you want, but | don't want to see you mutilate yourself or your art for 
me either." 

"Then what Pete? I'm a bad investment and you convinced Brendan and Spencer to kick me out of my own band, 
but you still want me to stay myself? What kind of bullshit are you trying to sell me right now?" Ryan was 
fairly certain that there were tears streaming down his face. 

"Oh Ryan," Pete reached up as he had done dozens of times before to wipe Ryan's tears, leaving his hands 
there to hold his face afterwards. As much as Ryan wanted to be strong and push him away, he just couldn't. 
He couldn't bring himself to push Pete Wentz away anymore than he could bring himself to stop loving him. 
"l'm sorry how complicated all of this is. It isn't fair to you." 

"You keep contradicting yourself." Ryan scoffed. "What is it that you want me to say, Pete?" Then quieter, 
"What is it that I'm meant to do now?" 

"What you've always done, make music. Find some indie label that will put out your new band, and don't let 
them take advantage of you. Who knows, maybe I'll even buy an album. | want to see what you do next, Ryan. | 
just can't be a part of your story anymore." 

"What kind of mixed messages are you sending me, Pete, you fucking asshole?" Ryan's breath was shaky, his 
voice cracking. He felt like he was drowning, like oxygen wasn't making it to his brain anymore. He was starting 
to lose his ability to think straight, to have his brain function properly. Then again, maybe that's what being 
around Pete Wentz had always done to him, and maybe now he was wise enough to realize that oxygen 
deprivation hurt, and it wasn't the exhilarating feeling of being loved. 

"None at all. | told you, this decision was purely financial. l'm in the music making business, and you simply 
aren't making me money anymore." 

"And thats all | ever was to you? The most expensive thing you ever bought, and now that you've grown tired 
of me you're just going to leave me?" Ryan just wanted to keep him talking. He didn't want to face reality yet, 
he wanted to stay here with Pete for as long as he possibly could, even if it killed him. 

"You always were too clever with words for your own good," his words mirroring Brendan's. "And thats not it 
at all Ryan, it's just time for us to part ways. Nothing more to it” 

"Then answer me one question, Pete." Ryan closed his eyes, he couldn't look at him while he asked this. "Was 
any of it real? Did you ever care about me?" 

"Yes, but it's over now." 

"Don't lie to me." 

‘lm not Ryan. Not this time, and I'm not lying when | say this either, I'll always care for you." 

Ryan opened his eyes, trying to find any hint of deceit in Pete's. He couldn't. Then again, Pete had always been 
good at lying to him. 

Why can't you just love me? 

"Don't make this any harder on yourself, Ryan" The finality of his statement was clear. This was to be their 
last goodbye as lovers. Perhaps their last goodbye ever- Ryan wasn't as clear on that part. 

"Will you kiss me one last time?" Ever the romantic, Ryan couldn't help himself, he had to ask. He needed some 
sort of closure, he knew this would only hurt him more in the end, but he didn't care. He wanted it in the way 
that he probably would always want Pete Wentz. 

"Alright, then you have to promise me you'll go." 


"| promise," though it pained him deeply to say it. What other choice did he have anyway? 

Pete stared at him for a moment, something imperceptible passing over his features. Ryan wanted to lie to 
himself and say it was heartbreak, but he knew it wasn't. He also knew that convincing himself that all of this 
was a lie, and that Pete only ever saw him as a business opportunity, wouldn't make things any easier either. 
Ultimately, Ryan knew he couldn't stop being in love with Pete any easier than Brendan could stop being in love 
with him. Ryan didn't want to stop either, he wanted to remember the good times they had had, even if it 
might hurt him more in the long run. Ryan would always be that hopeless romantic that everyone always 
accused him of being. 

The kiss was unlike any that the two had shared before, but then again, that's what goodbye kisses were. They 
only happened once, so they have to be unlike any that came before it. They were the last chance that a pair 
had to pour all of their emotions into each other. There was really nothing else beyond this, there was nothing 
left to fear or be nervous about, because things were over as soon as the kiss was. 

It was the end, and there was some kind of freedom in that, even though it hurt more than anything, and 
Ryan knew that he never wanted it to end. This too of course, is what goodbyes are. 

Their kiss was softer than any they had shared before, there was none of the urgency of kissing backstage at 
a concert, there was none of the frenzied passion of kissing in Pete's basement while his wife was gone. For 
once they simply kissed to show what emotion that there was left between them. 

Pete broke the kiss first, and Ryan was left to come crashing back into reality. 

Neither of them said anything for a moment, but Ryan remembered his promise, he knew he had to go. It was 
time for this to end, as much as he still didn't want it to. 

"This is goodbye, Ryan" Pete said with finality. 

"I know," and with tears glistening down his face, and with nothing else to do, Ryan turned to leave. 

"Ryan-" Pete called, and every stupidly hopeful part of Ryan's brain and heart had hoped that Pete had 
changed his mind. That he was going to tell him that he was wrong, and that they should be together, and he 
would sign his new band, and most importantly, that he loved him. 

None of this of course happened though. 

"Good luck, and don't stop making music. You're the most beautiful when you are." 

Ryan stared at him for a moment, what the hell was he supposed to do with that now? A few more tears fell 
from his eyes, and having nothing else to say, he walked out of the door, leaving Pete and Panic! at the Disco 
behind him. 

It was raining again. 

Though this time it didn't feel like a new beginning, and it certainly didn’t feel like determination or resolve. 
Instead it felt bitter, and painful. It hurt in the earth shattering way that only heartbreak and love lost can. 
At least the rain would hide his tears. 

Part Five- Ryan Ross- Thirteen Years Later- 

Ryan Ross went out into the sunny California sun. It had been over a decade since Pete Wentz had broken his 
heart, since the band he had created kicked him out, and since the Young Veins had flopped harder than Pretty. 
Odd. had. 

Panic! at the Disco and Fallout Boy still put out new records every so often Spencer had left the band, they 
had brought on Dallon Weekes to replace Ryan, and he also left. Brendan had gotten married, Pete had gotten 
divorced, Jon had a solo career, and Ryan didn't talk to any of them anymore. 


Life went on. 


Brendan seemed to have grown increasingly more bitter and hostile towards Ryan over the years, not that he 
overtly kept up with it, but every once and a while something would slip through the social media silence he 
kept. Though of course, he would never comment on any of this. 

There had been a brief tweet in 201b from Pete where he mentioned that he still thought fondly of Ryan, and 
Ryan tried to ignore that as much as he could. He wanted to say that heart ache had healed long ago, but 
there are some wounds that time just can't heal, and this was one of them. 

All things end though, even if there were still thousands of people who still listened to those old Panic! at the 
Disco records that he had written almost fifteen years ago. Z-Berg had even told him that popular opinion had 
shifted back into his favor, and he did still have a dedicated fanbase. Though he didn't pay much mind to that, 
he had never been comfortable with fame anyway. Certainly not the way that Brendan and Pete are. 

Speaking of Brendan, he had finally announced the end of his "band", though it really was just a solo act at this 
point. Panic! at the Disco was finally retiring. Z-Berg kept trying to tell him about it, but the truth was, he 
didn't want to know. Panic at the Disco had ended for Ryan a long time ago. He had made his peace with being a 
footnote in music history, remaining only as a "wonder where they are now." 

Though it took him several very long years, and several stays in rehab to get to this point. Some days, he 
could even bring himself to think about the good times that he had spent with his old band, and even rarer 
still, the good times that he had spent with Pete. 

Life simply went on without him, and Ryan had to accept that. Though some days it was easier to do than 
others. 

He had never been able to find any divine purpose or reason in why his life had taken the turns that it had, 
but he had made his peace with that too. He hadn't turned into his father, he still had his music, the only 
place he ever felt he belonged, and there were still many years ahead of him to figure out what it was that 
truly made him happy. 


And sometimes that was enough. 


